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In a Sept. 4 interview with James LeMoyne of the NEW YORK TIMES (09/07/87), the contras'
chief military commander Enrique Bermudez said the Central American peace plan signed by the
region's presidents Aug. 7 is undermining contra efforts. Bermudez was an officer in the National
Guard of the former dictator Anastasio Somoza Debayle. He has proved to be the most capable
contra military leader, but admitted that his service to the dictatorship is a political liability he
has not been able to overcome. The interview, which took place at a former contra base on the
Nicaragua-Honduran border, was offered on the condition that the country it was located in not
be revealed. Bermudez said he is trying desperately to keep his men equipped and willing to fight
deep inside of Nicaragua during the long rainy season. They have been fighting in Nicaragua for
the last four months. But he said that goal was being challenged by the new peace plan that has
undercut the contras politically and weakened their prospects of receiving renewed US financing
for their effort to overthrow the Sandinista government. "The months ahead are critical," Bermudez
said. "The worst impact of all would be seeing the US Congress cut off aid to an army fighting for
democracy while Cuba and the Soviet Union keep aiding the Sandinistas." In fact, as Bermudez
himself acknowledged, the failure of the contras to convince the world that theirs is a fight for
democracy remains one of the greatest political weaknesses of the largely peasant contra army.
Under the tutelage of the CIA, the contras have placed greater emphasis on military rather than
political actions, a strategic error that senior US diplomats and Honduran officials say will cost
the contras in this moment when the new peace treaty places a premium on political, not military
talent. Some contra political officials say they are considering returning to Nicaragua to challenge
the Sandinistas, but with internal divisions and a weak opposition in Nicaragua, their prospects are
not bright. While Bermudez spoke, a handful of contras dismantled huts and packed radio gear as
the heavy rains of the wet season washed over the debris left by a departing contra army. The contra
base, which once housed as many as 8,000 contras, is now in the final stages of abandonment as
the contras spread into Nicaragua. Bermudez, who saw US aid to his troops cut off in 1984 and who
is now facing that possibility again, feels particularly let down by the still-divided civilian contra
political leaders. Bermudez said he had tried to explain to his troops the effect of the new regional
peace treaty, which calls for a cease-fire in local wars and a cutoff of outside aid to rebels in Central
America. He strongly criticized the new peace plan, which contra political leaders have formally
accepted. Bermudez said he considers the Sandinistas' signing of the plan, which calls for significant
moves to increase democracy in Nicaragua, to be a tactical move to buy time and defeat the contras
politically. "The plan doesn't favor us," he said. "It offers us the chance to put down our guns and
join a totalitarian process which is absurd." Bermudez was particularly critical of the plan's failure to
set any limit on the military aid that the Sandinistas can receive, while it cuts off aid to the contras.
He maintained that it is essential that Congress vote at least conditional aid to the contras when
the current $100 million in financing runs out this month. This is necessary, Bermudez argued, to
keep up the morale of the contra troops and to keep pressure on the Sandinistas to comply with the
treaty. "It's demonstrated that due to our presence the Sandinistas had to sit down and negotiate,"
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Bermudez said. "To take us away is to take away the pressure." (Basic data from NEW YORK
TIMES, 09/07/87)

-- End --
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